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In her recent parable, "She Unnames Them," Ursula 
Le Guin meditates on the dynamics of gender and imagines a new 
Eve redefining and thereby liberating Adam’s world:
My words now must be as slow, as new, as single, as tentative as the steps I took going down the path away 
from the house between the dark-branching tall dancers motionless against the writer shining.
Now in its tenth year, the Women’s Studies Program of La Salle 
University is pleased to present the fifth edition of Gender Lines, a journal of student writers shining in their exploration of new paths leading toward a more liberating understanding of women’s and men’s relations. In their individual pursuits the winners of this 
year’s competition explode stereotypes, challenge preconceptions, unearth new evidence, reexamine literary texts, and imagine the unimagined life. In addition these articles challenge us to consider the complex ways in which race, class and gender intersect. We 
invite you to follow their steps by reading these articles and, perhaps, sharing them with others.
Receiving the Caryn McTighe Musil Award for the most 
original work, Karen Oldfield’s story takes us to the "Crossroads" of a desperate woman’s life and illuminates the modern tragedy of child abuse in her reworking of the Medea myth. So too, in her essay, "Love and Irony: The Message and Method of Toni Morrison in The Bluest Eye," Kim Toomey analyzes the ways in which the racial typing and oppressive mythmaking leads to the 
dysfunctional family and distorts relationships between the sexes. Also addressing the importance of re-imaging Cultural identity 
through myth, Suzanne Brownholtz traces Alice Walker’s rediscovery of Zora Neale Hurston’s writing with its rich veins of African American folklore, its ethnic pride, and its promise to
infuse the work of other African American women writers with its generative power. The final two essays lead us to reexamine contemporary issues of social relations between the sexes. In 
"Language of Questions for Men, Women and Literature," Richard Budney analyzes the relative linguistic power or powerlessness of "questioning" by men and women in literature and in life, while in 
her article Elizabeth Lawson reevaluates the contemporary 
relevance of John Stuart Mill’s and Mary Wollstoncraft’s 
revolutionary essays on the subjection and rights of women, especially in terms of women’s self-imaging.
The publication of this journal would not be possible without the contributions of many generous people on this campus. As members of the Editorial Board, Marjorie Allen, Suzanne Boyle, 
Laura Otten, and Bert Strieb served with dedication, critical 
acumen, and good humor. Our thanks are due to Evelyn Cogan who lent us her sage council, to Toni Culjak who proofread with keen attention, and to Francine Lottier who once again prepared the copy with her customary precision and fine aesthetic sensibility! 
We owe a special debt to Ray Ulmer and Linda Ferrante for their gracious help in the physical production of this book, and we are also grateful to those students who submitted their work to this competition as well as to their teachers who encouraged them to do so.
Barbara C. Millardfor the
Women’s Studies Board
GENDER LINES
Volume 5, Fall 1991
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Winner of the Caryn McTighe Musil Award 
KAREN OLDFIELD
Crossroads
"I want to live with Dad."
The corner stop sign presented itself as a hazy wash of red and white; Ellen’s eyes blurred at the sharp ache in her fingers wrapped fiercely around the steering wheel. A block from home, a 
few neighbors were visible on porches and lawns, enjoying the warm Saturday. Mrs. Breakstone waved in friendly recognition from her stoop, and Ellen struggled to keep back the rising anger 
that would send her right arm flying into her son’s face. John was aware of his momentary safety, but his hand rested lightly on the 
door handle.
This is the thanks I  get. Bob must have talked to him before, 
rallied him over to his side, to betray her. Why else does a child choose to leave his mother? Ellen’s thoughts raced over the past, 
looking for clues to an answer.
She married Bob to get away from her own mother, it’s true. Kathy MacNelly, wife to James - James, who stayed out to all hours and eventually stopped coming home altogether. Ellen couldn’t help but think her mother failed somehow; scattered memories of her father were dim, but traces of a kindly man shone clearly.Clear also were memories of her parents together, filling any room they occupied with a dense fog of tension and hate. It must have 
been her, somehow.
When she married Bob, Ellen tried to be all things to him. 
She listened to him generously, but her mother’s sharp retorts sounded alarms in her head. She dressed carefully, in front of the 
mirror of memory that reflected her mother’s dwindling self­vigilance. And she never, ever, said no.
Happily pregnant with Josh, she didn’t think about how a 
baby could change things; motherhood was instinctual, and holy. 
Everything would fall into place. Nothing was failing in her, she 
knew - she knew the pitfalls to avoid. But when Josh constantly 
cried and Bob stayed at the office later and later, doubts crept 
through her carefully guarded blockade and invaded her sanity.
She didn’t have to say anything: Bob told her about Annie, then Pat, then Carol. He needed them at that moment, he said, 
didn’t she understand? But then why didn’t he seek her out in his need? Frustrated and angry, she could not say so. Closing the fridge door made the cabinets shake, and Bob’s smiling obliviousness only enraged her more. Instead she asked him how 
she’d made him unhappy. She was missing, when he most needed 
her, sequestered amid diapers and strained peas. Sometimes, looking over the crib rail at her son, her sense of helplessness and desperation frightened her.
Once, they decided to take a weekend, just the two of them - "get away from it all." While Bob finished some last minute things at the office, Ellen dressed Josh for his stay at her mother’s. Her mind was full of the promise of the next two days. A wriggling four year old is difficult to clothe, but twenty minutes later, only his shoes were left to do. He ran around the room laughing, dodging her pleas: "C’mon Josh, we’ve got to get ready. You don’t want to 
be late for Grandma, do you?" He stood stubbornly by his toybox and smiled.
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Children need to be punished. If you don’t let them know who 
they’re dealing with, they just walk all over you. Boys are more headstrong, anyway. "Can you imagine? Thinking he could fly 
like Superman, he flung himself off the top step and hit his head on 
the bannister."
The weekend was a success, Bob couldn’t have been more 
loving. She found a Teddy bear in an antique shop for Josh.Laura was in the picture before two weeks passed. You said it wouldn't happen again. Ellen was amazed at how calmly she handled it all, how strong she felt, how controlled. Josh fell down a lot. 
Bob’s preoccupations became tolerable.
They say secrets only end up controlling you, but Ellen’s secrets empowered her. Josh wouldn’t tell, he obeyed her. Winter 
months were easiest. Long sleeves and turtlenecks covered the worst of the bruises, and Bob didn’t do more than pat Josh absently on the head from time to time. She was the one who bathed Josh when he was younger, and when he was old enough to do it himself, no one saw him unclothed. Springtime he wore jackets, and in summer she was careful to leave marks only where clothing would cover; often she just kept him inside. He didn’t seem to play 
much with the other kids, anyway. When another mother came round to ask her to join the mother/child swim club, she told her 
Josh was allergic to chlorine.
There was one worry, though. Josh wasn’t really a bad child, just willful. And stubborn. Like his father. Face blanked and stoical, he just looked back at her. It was getting harder to make him cry, make him sorry. Incidents were more prolonged, and left them both shaking and spent. Reports were coming from school: 
he daydreams and doesn’t talk to the other kids. Teachers are 
worried about his "social maturity." On the bright side, he gets straight A’s, always out to please his teachers. He’s an individual,
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that’s all, and needs his privacy. Extracurricular activities? I need 
him home with me.
Bob will move in with Laura next week. When he announced it, Ellen surpassed herself: "It’s for the best, pretending 
we’re happy doesn’t do Josh any good." Bob smiled and looked relieved; he thought she would protest? After all, I  have Josh, I'm his mother.
"Of course, we have to decide who gets custody." Ellen just stared at him. He sat across from her, assured and reasonable. 
Josh is getting to be a man; he needs his father more, right now. A complex of fear rose in Ellen’s throat. A child needs his mother. This mother needs her child.
They decided; Josh was twelve, old enough to choose between them. They would leave it up to him. Ellen burned at Bob’s privately smug anticipation of the verdict. Somehow, the 
task of posing the question was left to her. Coming back from the 
Acme, she thought she’d drop it nonchalantly, but contrasting waves of half-threatening, half-pleading tones engulfed the question, which came out as terse as a challenge: "Who do you want to live with?"
"I want to live with Dad."
Now, now he leaves too. Behind her, a car sounded its horn, and a cool breeze that blew gently through the open window only 
slightly relieved the heated flush of Ellen’s face, as she eased the brake and moved forward.
SUZANNE BROWNHOLTZ
Zora Neale H urston’s Influence on Alice Walker:
A Study of the Im portance of African-American Folklore
The award-winning writer Alice Walker must be credited by generations of African American artists to come for securing the legacy of Zora Neale Hurston as essayist, novelist role-model and literary foremother. By her own testimony, Walker’s own 
development as a writer about African-American culture owes a great debt to Hurston’s influence. The two women writers have 
served each other well.
Zora Neale Hurston was the most prolific black female writer of the first half of the twentieth century. She wrote four 
novels, two books of folklore, an autobiography and several short stories and essays. Her work reflected an intense pride in Afro- 
American culture and history, She delighted in her blackness; to her it represented an irrepressible source of vitality, emotion, strength, and humor:
..  .I am not tragically colored. There is no great sorrow damned up in my soul, nor lurking behind my 
eyes. I do not mind at all. I do not belong to the sobbing school of Negrohood who hold that nature 
has somehow given them a lowdown dirty deal and whose feelings are hurt about it. Even in the helter- skelter skirmish that is my life, I have seen that the world is to the strong regardless of a little 
pigmentation more or less.. . .  No, I do not weep at the world—I am too busy sharpening my oyster knife. (Hurston, "How It Feels to Be Colored Me" 1652)
Hurston displayed her cultural pride in everything she wrote. Her folklore collections are particularly evident of it: in these she presents a catalogue of Southern black oral traditions. Hurston’s 
books preserve both the tales and the history from which they come. Blacks have traditionally been denied their own cultural 
heritage by whites, and have been forced to adopt a societal system 
foreign to their native African one. Hurston’s work crystallizes the rituals and traditions of black culture and presents them for all 
blacks (and whites) to see.
Despite the significance of Hurston and her writings, she was all but forgotten after her death. In 1973, novelist Alice Walker resurrected Hurston’s work from obscurity. Walker recognized the inherent, tremendous value that Hurston’s work 
could have for all blacks, including and especially herself. As this essay will demonstrate Walker saw in Hurston a crucial artistic role model that she as a black woman had been denied. In Hurston’s work, particularly her folklore collections, Walker perceived a 
means of recapturing and embracing her ancestry and past. Folklore and an authentic folk voice represented to Walker the 
same ideal that it did to Hurston: an affirmation of the black race’s incalculable depth and power—realities that had been dismissed, trivialized, even eradicated by the dominant society. Walker’s own writings echo Hurston’s concerns. In her numerous essays, she directly and indirectly traces Hurston’s philosophical impact on her work. Her essays prove how embedded into Walker’s creative mind Hurston has become.
Zora Neale Hurston died in 1960 in a Florida welfare home and was buried in an unmarked grave. Her promising but 
controversial writing career had dwindled into a meager, poverty- stricken existence. With no money to support her literary 
endeavors, Hurston was forced to work as a maid. Illness, in the
form of debilitating strokes, eventually reduced her ability to care for herself and she was forced to enter the St. Lucie County Welfare Home in October 1959. Three months later she died of 
heart disease.
Hurston’s anonymous burial place is testimony to, and a 
precursor of, the prodigious disinterest in her work that preceded 
and followed her death. Despite the fact that she was the most prolific black woman writer of her time, her books soon fell into literary limbo. By the 1960’s, most were out of print. Only a few major libraries possessed single copies of Their Eyes Were Watching 
God, Mules and Men, Tell My Horse, or Jonah's Gourd Vine. These volumes were locked up in the archives section, dusty and forgotten. In the Black American literature classes that developed in the 1960’s, Hurston’s name was usually tacked on as a cursory footnote to a male-dominated reading list (Walker, In Search of Our Mother's Gardens 84).
Such was the unfortunate treatment to which Hurston’s 
canon was reduced when Alice Walker first heard her name. Walker was attempting to do research for a short story in which voodoo-fashioned revenge was the main focus. Walker scoured anthropology texts in search of specific collections of Southern 
black voodoo practices. Much to her disgust, the only texts she could find were written by white anthropologists. Walker found these collections condescending, racist, and error-ridden. As she explains in her essay "Zora Neale Hurston: A Cautionary Tale and 
a Partisan View," these collections sneered and laughed at the folktales, dismissing them as expressions of ignorance and superstition. This patronizing attitude insulted Walker tremendously. Where, she wondered, was a black person’s version 
of black folktales? Where was an authentic, non-biased collection 
that did not condescend and insult?
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Happily, Walker stumbled upon Hurston’s Mules and Men in 
a footnote in one of the white anthropology texts. In this book was all the first-hand material she needed, written in a vibrant, 
refreshing style that delighted in the black experience. In this book was a definitive proclamation that black culture was superior, not merely adequate and most assuredly not inferior (Walker, In Search 84). In Mules and Men Walker found a remarkable quality of 
"racial health" and "a sense of black people as complete, complex, undiminished human beings, a sense lacking in so much black writing and literature" (Walker, In Search 85).
With this new discovery in tow (illegally photocopied from the Library of Lincoln’s sole copy of the book), Walker found 
ample material for her short story "The Revenge of Hannah 
Kemhuff." The story was immediately accepted for publication, 
and was named one of the best short stories of 1974. Walker 
directly credits the story to Hurston’s influence. In her essay "Saving the Life That Is Your Own: the Importance of Role Models in the Artist’s Life," Walker asserts that "this story might never have been written, because the very basis for its structure, authentic black folklore, viewed from a black perspective, might have been lost." She further reveals that in writing this story and 
in using these genuine folktales, she felt an incredible sense of oneness with her ancestors. Hurston had provided Walker with a link to a heretofore silent past.
Walker was anxious to share Mules and Men with her relatives, Southerners who had emigrated north to Boston and New York to escape the South’s racial violence and oppression. Displaced from their home environment and removed from the Southern black community, Walker’s relatives were rapidly 
forgetting the tales they had grown up hearing. Walker’s own parents, for example, were gifted, dramatic storytellers who could entertain their children for hours with their lively renditions of
tales (Walker, Living By the Word 27). When Walker read Hurston’s 
tales aloud to her relatives, they almost instantly recognized them, and delighted in them all over again. Walker explains that 
Hurston’s book
gave them back all the stories they had forgotten or of which they had grown ashamed.. .and showed how 
marvelous, and indeed, priceless they are .. .In the end they could not hold back the smiles, the laughter, the joy over who she was showing them to be: descendents of an inventive, joyous, courageous, and 
outrageous people. (Walker, In Search 85)
Through her family’s reaction to Mules and Men, Walker was discovering the broader applications and universality of Hurston’s 
work.
In her essay "Zora Neale Hurston: A Cautionary Tale and Partisan View," Walker embellishes on her growing awareness of 
the far-reaching impact Hurston’s work could have. Here Walker states that if she were ever stranded on a desert island and could only bring ten books with her, she must include Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God and Mules and Men. She would choose 
these, she says, so that she could pass on her precious heritage in all its proud glory. Given that the desert island was not a probable 
reality, Walker steeled herself to the task of resurrecting Hurston’s work (Walker, In Search 88). Walker considered it her special duty 
(and still does) to make sure her fellow blacks not only know who Hurston was and are familiar with her work, but also understand 
how through her folklore collections and fiction she expressed an intense ethnic pride to which all blacks should aspire. Walker 
defends her efforts to spread this knowledge by focusing on 
Hurston’s status as a genius:
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We are a people. A people do not throw their geniuses away. And if they are thrown away, it is our duty as artists and as witnesses for the future to collect 
them again for the sake of our children, and, if necessary, bone by bone. (Walker, In Search 92)
Walker’s self-appointed task to revive Hurston’s work 
resulted in a 1973 pilgrimage to Florida. Her immediate goal was to discover and designate Hurston’s unmarked grave. This trek is retold in Walker’s essay "Looking for Zora," published in 1975 in Ms. magazine, when Walker was a contributing editor. Walker began her search in Eatonville. Here, she decided to bend the truth a bit; she claimed she was Hurston’s illegitimate niece.
Walker hoped that this adopted persona (which was partially true, for Walker considers herself Hurston’s spiritual relative) would 
facilitate her search. To some extent, it did. Most of the people Walker encountered were vaguely familiar with Hurston, and when prompted by Walker’s claim of relation, revealed as much information as they could. Many people, however, had no idea of 
Hurston’s work or her reputation as a writer and folklorist. To her neighbors, for example, she was simply Miss Hurston, an overweight older woman who lived alone with her dog and who loved to garden (Walker, In Search 114).
Walker did manage to speak with individuals who knew Hurston well. She was particularly thrilled to meet Mathilda Mosely, one of the major story tellers featured in Mules and Men. Mosely, the niece of the famous store-owner Joe Clarke, revealed that Clarke’s store was now a nightclub. Walker found this ironic, for she considered the nightclub to be a modern-day descendent of the common meeting ground of Clarke’s store. Of Hurston herself, Mosely revealed little.
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Walker soon discovered that Hurston was not buried in Eatonville but in nearby Fort Pierce. A local funeral director could only provide Walker with an approximate location of Hurston’s 
grave. Armed with the vague impression that Hurston was buried somewhere near the center of the graveyard, Walker proceeded to the Garden of Heavenly Rest cemetery. The cemetery showed years of neglect, with waist-high grass obscuring any possible 
glimpse of the ground. Walker trudged through the tangled weeds, shouting Hurston’s name and praying she would not 
encounter any snakes. When she reached what she felt was the center of the cemetery, Walker sank into a depression in the 
ground. Although she could never be sure that this was the exact spot she was looking for, she realized that, short of an exhumation of the grave, this was as close as possible as she could possibly get.
Walker purchased a simple headstone for the grave. The inscription she wrote for it reads: "Zora Neale Hurston/A Genius of the South/Novelist Folklorist/Anthropoligist/ 1901-1960"(Walker, In Search 113). This headstone, and to a greater extent 
Walker’s trip itself, represents far more that the discovery of a mere geographical location. For Walker, the trip resulted in even 
more than a long-overdue acknowledgement of Hurston’s gifts, 
more than a concrete symbol of renewed interest in what she had 
accomplished. It was a spiritual, emotional and deeply personal moment of transcendence. It was a time out of which, as she says in "Looking for Zora," "a greater discipline [was] born" (Walker, In Search 115). For in finding this grave, Walker witnessed irrefutable evidence of the crushing apathy with which Hurston was regarded. While Walker had already realized that Hurston and her work had been forgotten, seeing it in this most tangible form saddened her beyond words. Here was proof of how shabbily America treated its 
black artists, especially women. Here was proof of how tenuous a 
hold they have on their own creative work, how subject it is to economic and societal caprices (Walker, In Search 89).
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Considering Hurston her literary "mother," Walker recognizes the dearth of role models that black women artists have; for centuries the black female has had no outlet for her immense creativity. Slavery and sexual and racial oppression stifled generations of potential Rembrandts. For Walker, this stagnancy is highly detrimental for black writers like herself. Where can they 
look for reassurance, for a sense of belonging to a rich artistic 
tradition, for an affirmation of their purpose and abilities?
(Walker, In Search 233).
Walker found in Hurston a model and spiritual mentor. Without knowledge that Hurston existed and wrote about such crucial matters with such spirit and wit, Walker would have had little inspiration to continue her writing career. As she argues in her essay "Saving the Life that Is Your Own: The Necessity of Models in an Artist’s Life," all artists need a figure from the past to guide them in some way. But for black women, these models are few and hard to come by. And when they are discovered, they 
must be clung to and publicized, so that they are never forgotten again.
In Hurston’s work, Walker also finds a call to embrace the 
past. She threads this concern through many of her essays.Walker often poignantly articulates the necessity for blacks to grip their pasts tightly; to listen to the voices of their ancestors, to refuse to allow the voices to be silenced again. She sees Hurston’s folklore 
collections as one medium in which these voices of the past speak loudly and clearly again.
For Walker, the authenticity of Hurston’s voice as a 
folklorist is essential not merely to the revival of Afro-American folklore. In her essay "The Dummy in the Window: Joel Chandler Harris and the Invention of Uncle Remus" (Living by the Word),
Walker describes how she was asked to write about the effect folklore had on her and her writings, but could never finish the essay. Because, to do so required a complete confrontation with 
the work of Joel Chandler Harris and this Walker was incapable of doing. "The Dummy in the Window..." then, consists of the series of notes she prepared while attempting to write about folklore.
Joel Chandler Harris, the creator of the Uncle Remus character, was born in Walker’s home town of Eatonton, Georgia. In Harris’ books, Uncle Remus was an old black slave who told story after story about the escapade of Brer Rabbit and Brer Fox. 
These stories, the same ones Hurston collected, originated in 
Africa, and Harris apparently heard them from the slaves on his family’s plantation while he was growing up. Walker inserts letters 
from Harris’ daughter-in-law in her essay; through these we see 
that Uncle Remus was an amalgamation of three or four old slaves on the Harris plantation. Harris seems to have believed that these slaves had "nothing but pleasant memories of the discipline of slavery" (Walker, Living By the Word 26).
Walker grew up surrounded by the aura of Harris, but the Uncle Remus stories he popularized were unrecognizable to her in that form. The Brer Rabbit tales she grew up hearing were spun from black mouths. These versions had been transmitted orally 
from generation to generation, always maintaining a distinctly black flavor. When Walker finally encountered Harris’ tales in Walt Disney’s Song of the South, she was disgusted and appalled.The depiction of blacks and black folktales was condescending and 
pandering.
The film’s white-tinged vision of black culture diminished 
Walker’s estimation of the value of the tales:
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[Harris] stole a good part of my heritage. How did he 
steal it? By making me feel ashamed of it. In creating Uncle Remus, he placed an effective barrier 
between me and the stories that meant so much to 
me, the stories that could have meant so much to all of our children, the stories that they could have had from their own people and not from Walt Disney. 
(Walker, Living By the Word 32)
Walker’s intense alienation by the film stems also from the fact the "even our folklore has been ridiculed and tampered with. And this 
is very serious, because folklore is at the heart of self-expression 
and therefore at the heart of self-acceptance." (Walker, Living By the Word, 32)
For Walker, through Hurston’s writings, folklore is 
redeemed from white racist standards. Hurston’s folklore indicates black pride, indeed, black superiority. These folktales are genuine and undistorted by the attitude that they are comical expressions of 
an ignorant people. Had Mules and Men been available to all black Southerners, the travesty of Song of the South may have been only a transient, unimportant, even laughable attempt by whites to display a culture they were obviously ill-equipped to understand. For in Mules and Men, Hurston had "created a bridge between the ‘primitive’ authority of folk life and the literary power of written texts" (Pryse 11). Her book solidified and brought respect to the oral tales that can so easily be tarnished by speech.
But Mules and Men was not readily available to blacks; thus, they were subject to so-called "classic," white interpretations such as Harris’ books of Song of the South. Walker denounces these white 
attempts to manipulate her culture, especially the attempts by whites to alter black culture by denying blacks the power to voice their own realities in their own language. For Walker, this is an
insidious and potentially devastating attack on the integrity of the race. This is the focus of the essay "Coming in from the Cold: Welcoming the Old, Funny Talking Ancient Ones Into the Warm 
Room of Present Consciousness, or, Natty Dread Rides Again!" In 
this essay, she argues for the necessity of ethnically defined and constructed language in black art:
For it is language more than anything else that reveals and validates one’s existence, and if the language we actually speak is denied us, then it is inevitable that the form we are permitted to assume 
historically will be one of caricature, reflecting someone else’s literary or social fantasy. (Walker, Living By the Word 58)
Blacks need to retain their vision, beliefs, and realities in their own language. They must fight against the tendency by whites to 
impose white realities on every other race.
Walker further underlines the necessity for blacks to maintain their racial identity by maintaining their own language, 
and the language of their ancestors:
It is not by suppressing our own language that we counter other people’s racist stereotypes of us, but by having the conviction that if we present the words in the context that is or was natural to them, we do not 
perpetuate those stereotypes, but, rather, expose them. And, more important, we help the ancestors in ourselves and others continue to exist. If we kill off the sound of our ancestors, the major portion of us, 
all that is past, that is history, that is human being is lost, and we become historically and spiritually thin. 
(Walker, Living By the Word 62)
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In Hurston’s work we find this ancestral speech intact and flourishing. Her books, with their ethnic dialect that Walker finds 
so beautiful, legitimate an expression that the dominant culture has deemed inferior. Black heritage and pride are an inextricably linked pair in Hurston’s writing; here are the qualities Walker feels are tantamount to a meaningful existence.
In a 1973 interview (included as an essay in In Search of Our 
Mother's Gardens), Walker laments the fact that black writing is considered inferior if it does not devote its entirety to the race 
problem. Because of this, she suggests, much black literature does 
not relate culture, history, or heritage from a purely black view. The black voice is constrained by a white-derived ethos that black existence is valid or worthy only in its relation to white existence.
Walker sees this rationale at work in the criticism of Hurston’s books. Earlier critics, black and white, claimed that 
Hurston’s work was incomplete because she focused solely on black 
communities where whites play a peripheral, nearly unimportant 
role. Thus, Walker points out in her essay 'The Black Writer and the Southern Experience," Richard Wright’s Native Son is lauded as the black novel, while Hurston’ Their Eyes Were Watching God is relegated to secondary status. Why, Walker wonders, is an independent black life considered so far-fetched, so unworthy of literary attention? She warns that such an attitude is dangerous and must be rethought. Walker yearns for the day when Hurston’s testimony to black vibrancy and capacity for autonomy achieves equal footing with Wright’s masterpiece.
Even beyond Walker’s direct discussions of Hurston’s 
influence on her life and work, Walker’s essay reflects a pattern in 
which she echoes and explores the issues Zora Neale Hurson was 
concerned with throughout her life and writings. If Walker is
successful in her endeavor to continue promulgating Hurston’s vision of ethnic pride through a reclaiming of the African- American past, perhaps Hurston will eventually achieve 
recognition as not only as an authentic voice in Afro-American literature but within the expanding canon of American literature.
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Language of Questions for 
Men, Women and literatu re  "
Language experts have a great task ahead of them. Years of racial and gender prejudice have built up in one of our most 
vulnerable aspects of culture, our language. The job of the competent linguist is to research and attempt to explain the differences in language for such groups as blacks and whites, adults and children, and males and females. Every topic of language 
development and use is being explored with the hopes that it will 
lead to valuable insights into the development and role of language 
for the individual in society.
With all the development in research there has been more emphasis on ignoring the social stereotypes that influenced early linguistic research and, instead, on focusing research in a sociolinguistic manner. Sociolinguistics is defined as the study of language in its social context. It may seem odd that it took years to approach the study of language in this manner, but its current 
results seem to excuse that fact. Current research has revealed the not so surprising fact that men and women do talk differently. 
Historical research would have succumbed to explaining the difference on gender stereotypes alone, but modern linguistic research has explained these differences and their implications as they relate to society itself. The topic of this paper will focus on the gender relatedness of the use of questions for men and women from a modern linguistic vantage point, with illustration from 
modern literature. The reasoning behind this examination is to demonstrate the effects of linguistic research and conclusions upon 
society as reflected through its most influential aspect, its literature.
Jennifer Coates states in her book, Women, Men and 
Language, that "questions seem to have a different meaning for women and men." Coates has basically summed up in a few words 
the current wave of thinking in modern linguistics. Over 20 years of research has been developed and redeveloped to reach this somewhat simplistic belief. From Lakoff to Fishman and Holmes, the topic of questions has undergone a tremendous development of 
understanding for which a brief review of the evolution is necessary.
One of the first linguistic researchers to examine the 
difference between the language of men and women is R. Lakoff. Lakoff believes that a woman’s speech pattern is developed solely 
because of society’s expectations. Women "speak as they do because their choice of speech style reflects their self-image" 
(Fishman 127). Lakoff views women as being insecure and over- emotional as the result of society’s desires and this situation is 
entirely reflected in their language. Researchers O’Barr and Atkins classified features they call "Women’s Language" which is 
based on the findings of Lakoff. For example, some of the ten features women are believed to use in their language are: hedges; hypercorrect grammar and pronunciation; and tag questions (Coates 112). In this essay we will mainly focus on the area of 
questions.
The 1975 research of R. Lakoff has resulted in the belief 
that "the asking of questions is a prime example of women’s 
insecurity and hesitancy" (Fishman 128). The numerous accounts, according to Lakoff, of women using tag questions and declarative questions is proof of this uncertainty. Tag questions can be defined as direct statements with a tag (i.e. "isn’t it") at the end. Declarative 
questions are those that require the listener to respond to a statement such as, "Did you see that accident on the highway yesterday?" Lakoff's research was based on her close observance of
20
women and their use of language. What has to be remembered is that there is no quantitative analysis to support Lakoff's findings, but Lakoff did succeed in developing interest in the study of what 
has become known as the language of women.
The first substantial, if partial, support of Lakoff's findings is found in the studies of P.M. Fishman. Fishman describes the 
approach of her paper as "offering an alternative social explanation for the depiction of women as insecure" (Fishman 127). Fishman used the ideas of Lakoff as a jumping off point for her research which involved the analysis of taped conversations between three 
male-female couples. The results of Fishman’s work supported the belief of Lakoff that women use more tag and declarative questions 
than men. Fishman also found that women asked more questions in general than men. Whereas Lakoff would have categorized this 
as deriving from the general insecurity of woman’s social position, 
Fishman probed onward. Fishman approached the problem over 
the use of questions from a linguistic viewpoint: "Questions and answers are linked together in conversation.... In interactive 
terms, questions are stronger than statements, since they give the speaker the power to elicit a response" (Coates 106). This does not appear to represent the language of a powerless group. Fishman’s evidence concludes that women’s overall success rate in introducing topics of conversation was vastly improved when the topics were introduced with a question. Quantitative results of the three taped conversations showed a 72% success rate for women when they used questions to involve their listener in the discussion. 
Women thus received a greater return for using questions instead of the mere 36% success rate they achieved for introducing topics 
when they did not use questions. Fishman concluded, "Women ask questions so often because of the conversational power of questions, 
not because of personality weakness" (Fishman 129). Women find themselves in the weaker position of socially determined power relationships. Fishman agrees with Lakoff that women are found
in weaker social positions, but Fishman views the use of questions 
as one linguistic tool that enables women to temporarily solve their conversational problems of inferior position. The question serves 
as a device that keeps women in conversations and not a verbal sign of insecurity of hesitancy.
Linguistic researcher Janet Holmes continued to explore the 
topic of questions with her analysis of tag questions. Holmes investigated tags and categorized them as either having a modal or affective meaning. A modal tag is speaker-oriented in the sense that it asks the addressee to assure, confirm, or agree with the 
speaker’s proposal. An affective tag is defined as addressee- oriented, either in being facilitative or softening-facilitative in expressing the speaker’s solidarity with or postive attitude toward the addressee, or softening in the sense of expressing politeness or 
the speaker’s concern for the feelings of the addressee (Holmes 54- 55). Holmes discovered that in overall use of tag questions men 
and women do not differ, but where there is a difference is in the type of tags used by men and women. The findings showed that 
women used facilitative tags 59% of the time, while men used modal tags 61% of the time. Holmes agreed with the findings of 
Fishman who discovered that women used more questions than men, but the interesting fact lies in the finding that men used more 
tags expressing uncertainty. This conclusion does not sit well with the beliefs of Lakoff who developed the image of uncertainty for women and not men. Holmes continues to destroy Lakoff's image of insecure women with the claim that "tag questions tend to occur 
more frequently in the speech of the facilitators or leaders rather than in the speech of other participants" (Holmes 57). It is quite obvious that the use of questions for women should not be viewed 
as a device of the powerless, but should be viewed as the device of 
the linguistically competent.
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The research still continues on the topic of men and women and the use of language. Research results so far have revealed the fact that women use questions more than men for the use of 
conversation maintenance. Women use questions as "a way of ensuring that a conversation continues" (Coates 152), while men view and "interpret questions as simple requests for information" (Coates 152). It seems that this area is still a vital topic that needs 
further discussion in order to control the miscommunication and unequal status that still exist between men and women, but it is important to look back and see how far we have come as a society 
with our understanding of language and its users. One way of 
discovering the effects of current research on society is to view one of the most important and influential aspects of the culture, its 
literature.
We can examine the effects of linguistic research on questioning in a passage from the novel Going After Cacciato by Tim O’Brien. O’Brien’s novel tells the tale of men from the Third 
Squad, First Platoon, Alpha Company trying to find and understand the Vietnam War they find themselves involved in . The major story in the novel revolves around the pursuit of an 
AWOL soldier named Cacciato by the Alpha Company. Cacciato becomes fed up with the war and decides to walk all 8,600 miles to 
Paris, and the Alpha Company is in pursuit. This award winning novel produces a wonderful journey that is part dream and part reality through times of war and peace.
The narrator of the novel is Private Paul Berlin. Berlin walks us through the novel, and we discover through him the parallels of life and death in the "imaginary" trip to Paris. On this trip Paul meets the one female character in the novel, the 
Vietnamese refugee Sarkin Aung Wan. Wan takes up with Berlin and the company on the road to Paris, not to capture Cacciato, but
to make a life for herself outside the hell of Vietnam, with or without Paul Berlin.
The passage I will be analyzing is found near the end of the novel when the company has finally arrived in Paris with Cacciato still in their sights. Paul Berlin and Sarkin Aung Wan have fallen in love, and she is trying to convince him to go AWOL himself and 
stay with her in Paris to start a new life for themselves away from 
the pains of war. In the following section it is important to take notice of the number of times Sarkin Aug Wan uses questions to 
manipulate Paul Berlin (Spec Four) into doing what she truly wants to do:
"Spec Four.. .do you think we might see about getting an apartment? Just for Us? Nothing expensive, but- you-know-a place to have for our own?"
"But what about an apartment? Couldn’t we find one?""Don’t you like it here? [Berlin speaking]
"Oh, yes! I do. But this is a hotel. Hotels are for visiting or passing through a place, but a real apartment.. .it would be permanent. Do you see the difference, Spec Four? If we could find a nice 
apartment, then we could be settled. It would be 
lovely, wouldn’t it?""I suppose." [Berlin]
Later she delivers a question-riddled monologue to Berlin:
'Thinking! Think and think and think! You are afraid to do. Afraid to break away. All your fine dreams 
and thinking and pretending.. .now you can do something. Spec Four. Don’t you see? Why have we 
become refugees? To think? To make believe? To
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play games, chasing poor Cacciato? Is that why? Or did we come for better reasons? To be happy? To find peace and live good lives? No more thinking,
Spec Four. Now we can make it permanent and real.
We can find a place to to live, and we can be happy.Now. We can do it now." (O’Brien 349-351)
What is immediately visible in these two extended quotations 
from the character Sarkin Aug Wan is that she seems to fit the conclusions reached by our three linguistic researchers. In other words, Sarkin uses almost nothing but questions to fuel her 
conversation, and she is quite successful in maintaining control of the entire discussion. The interesting fact that is visible from this brief view of the character of Sarkin is that she is not the powerless, 
insecure women that Lakoff believes exists according to the enormous use of questions in her conversation. Instead we get the 
sense that Sarkin is the dominating character who is able to control Berlin through the use of her mix of rhetorical and tag questions 
in her language.
In the first example, her use of questions primarily rests with the idea that she can manipulate him with tag questions testing whether he is supporting her wishes or not. For example, 
the first passage ends with the tag question "wouldn’t it?" This demonstrates what Holmes categorizes as the use of the primarily male dominated modal meaning of the tag question. This reflects an amount of uncertainty, but in the second passage we see Sarkin leave tag questions and use the power of the rhetorical question. A rhetorical question does not require an answer, but does require the listener to think and respond to himself or herself. This factor is presented by Fishman who states that questions are used by 
women to combat the conversational problem of gaining a response. In this case Sarkin is trying to gain a positive response from Berlin for acceptance of her plans to stay in Paris.
The most revealing factor of this passage and this character is how closely O’Brien created Sarkin’s language to resemble the 
language of women documented in current research. It would have been quite easy to characterize her speech to conform to the stereotyped language described by Lakoff  and her research findings, but instead Wan represents a woman who uses her 
language skills to control those around her, even if she is only an imaginary character in Paul Berlin’s mind.
In conclusion, what we have discovered is that stereotypes 
can be disassembled with proper and careful research, and the effects of that research can be made concrete in society through responsible literature. The usefulness of questions are multi­purpose and their uses for certain verbal situations for men and 
women have been proven to be diverse. Further understanding is necessary to eliminate any possible miscommunication that might exist in conversations between members of opposite sexes. In the 
end, constant and total understanding of language and meaning in questions between any speakers of any sex is a pipedream, but what can be realized is that every speaker has verbal and non-verbal intentions in his or her questions that only an understanding, open-minded individual can answer.
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ELIZABETH LAWSON
A Consideration of 
A Vindication of the Rights of Women 
by Mary Wollstonecraft 
and
The Subjection of Women 
by John Stuart Mill
The word feminist is a relatively new word to the English 
language. The 1933 Oxford English Dictionary does not list it all. The 1961 Webster Dictionary defines feminist as a noun meaning "one that advocates or practices feminism." Feminism is then defined as "the theory of the political, economic, rights and 
interests; specif: the 19th and 20th century movement seeking to remove restrictions that discriminate against women."
In fact, feminism has existed in literature for centuries.
In 1970, Edmund Burke published Reflections on the 
Revolution in France, eliciting Mary Wollstonecraft’s reply, A Vindication of the Rights of Men, in defense of the English lower 
classes. A flurry of responses followed, including Thomas Paine’s famous work, The Rights of Man. In 1972, as publicity was focused on Paine’s reply to Burke, Wollstonecraft published A Vindication of the Rights of Women, centering on the oppressed status of women. 
And, in spite of the fact that she wrote almost 200 years ago, her observations are as valid today in current society as they were in her own time.
In A Vindication, Wollstonecraft argues that "either nature 
has made a great difference between man and man, or that the 
civilization which has hitherto taken place in the world has been
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very partial" (112). She was referring to the differences in society’s expectations of men and women regarding their appropriate roles in life. Women are not oppressed simply because men impose their 
will on women. Rather, she sees a sexist society as a badly functioning system which maintains itself through the cooperation of the players, both oppressed and oppressors.
Wollstonecraft proclaims that men and women alike must 
cultivate healthy human characteristics-virtue, strength of mind and body, chastity and modesty, and the exercise of understanding, 
to name a few. Women must be educated as honestly and directly 
as men are, allowing the full development of the soul, rather than confined to a state of childish ignorance under the ruse of protecting the weaker sex. Further, educating women, to be "feminine"-that is, to be soft, delicate, refined, docile, and pretty, to 
the exclusion of other forms of knowledge and behavior—wastes and degrades "one half of the human species" (119).
"The most perfect education," she charges, is "such an 
exercise of the understanding as is best calculated to strengthen the body and form the heart...  to enable the individual to attain such 
habits of virtue as will render it independent" (118). Women must be encouraged to grow in intelligence, to become useful members 
of society, to "unfold their own faculties and acquire the dignity of conscious virtue" (122).
Wollstonecraft constantly challenges the assertations of contemporary male writers, charging that the books written by men on the subject of women’s rights do more harm than good:
All the writers who have written on the subject of 
female education and manners, from Rousseau to Dr. Gregory, have contributed to render women more artificial, weak characters, than they would otherwise
have been; and, consequently, more useless members of society. (119)
Milton, Pope, Burke, the Bible, Swedenborg and, especially, Jean- Jacques Rousseau’s contentions regarding the appropriate education for women come under her scrutiny.
Rousseau declares that a woman should never, for a 
moment, feel herself independent, that she should be governed by fear to exercise her natural cunning, and made a coquettish slave in order to render her a 
more alluring object of desire, a sweeter companion 
to man, whenever he chooses to relax himself. He carries the arguments, which he pretends to draw from the indications of nature still further, and 
insinuates that truth and fortitude, the corner stones of all human virtue, should be cultivated with certain restrictions, because, with respect to the female character, obedience is the grand lesson which ought to be impressed with unrelenting rigour.
What nonsense! when will a great man arise with sufficient strength of mind to puff away the fumes 
which pride and sensuality have thus spread over the subject! If women are by nature inferior to men, their virtues must be the same in quality, if not degree, or virtue is a relative idea; consequently, their 
conduct should be founded on the same principles and have the same aim.
Connected with man as daughters, wives, and mothers, their moral character may be estimated by their manner of fulfilling those simple duties, but the end, the grand end of their exertions should be to
unfold their own faculties and acquire the dignity of 
conscious virtue (122).
Seventy-seven years later, John Stuart Mill took bellows to the subject and did some puffing. Mary Wollstonecraft probably would have been pleased. In the opening paragraph of The Subjection of Women, Mill writes that:
..  .the principle which regulates the existing social relations between the two sexes-the legal subordination of one sex to the other-is wrong in 
itself, and now one of the chief hindrances to human improvement; and that it ought to be replaced by a principle of perfect equality, admitting no power or privilege on the one side, not disability on the other 
(1055).
John Stuart Mill argues his point from a different perspective than that of Mary Wollstonecraft. Whereas she looked 
at the effect of men on women, Mill examines the relationship based on power, specifically, patriarchal power. He challenges the 
assumption that the subjection of women is morally right by analyzing the perception of power in other "man vs. man" circumstances:
But was there ever any domination which did not appear natural to those who possessed it? There was 
a time when the division of mankind into two classes, a small one of masters and a numerous one of slaves, 
appeared.. .to be .. .the only natural condition of the human race. No less an intellect. . .than Aristotle, 
held this opinion without doubt or misgiving; and rested it on the same premises on which the same assertion in regard to the dominion of men over
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women is usually based, namely that there are 
different natures among mankind, free natures, and slave natures...  Did not the slaveowners of the 
Southern United States maintain the same doctrine, 
with all the fanaticism with which men cling to the theories that justify their passions and legitimate their personal interests?... Conquering races hold it to be 
Nature’s own dictate that the conquered should obey the conquerors, or, as the euphoniously paraphrase it, that the feebler and more unwarlike races should submit to the braver and manlier. (1055-6)
Mill follows the argument through the idea that what is merely society’s norm is frequently mistaken for natural or 
religious authority. The idea that the oppressed class cooperates 
with its oppression is also seen as a function of society’s structure, rather than as an inherent proof of the legitimacy of the divisions.
Over and over, Mill pounds home the message that in a 
patriarchal system, the case that man is naturally superior cannot be proved, and can, with simple logic, be disproved. Rather than attempting to make full, responsible human beings out of people, society has conspired-men and women both-to maintain male 
authority on one side and female subordination on the other:
How much more true, then, must all this be, when the one is not only under the authority of the other, but has it inculcated on her as a duty to reckon everything else subordinate to his comfort and pleasure, and to let him neither see not feel anything 
coming from her, except what is agreeable to him. 
(1063)
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With enormous insight, Mill carries this reasoning one step further and clearly identifies a problem inherent in the imbalance of power-domestic violence-that is still being thrashed out in the 
courts today:
There is never any want of women who complain of ill usage by their husbands. There would be infinitely 
more, if complaint were not the greatest of all provocatives to a repetition and increase of the ill usage. It is this which frustrates all attempts to 
maintain the power but protect the woman against its 
abuses. In no other case (except that of a child) is a person who has been proved judicially to have suffered an injury, replaced under the physical power of the culprit who inflicted it. (1057)
Another hundred years later-in book after book-this issue still surfaces.
Mill concludes his chapter asserting that male attitudes of domination, if accepted, would lead to the conclusion that "all that 
has been done in the modern world to relax the chain on the minds of women, has been a mistake." If it is appropriate for women to be a subservient class, it is wrong "to bring women up with any acquirements but those of an odalisque, or of a domestic servant" (1066). By taking the argument to its extreme, he demonstrates it absurdity. (Of course, if someone believes that 
there are two classes, that Aristotle and the Southern slave holders 
were right, and that male domination is a natural right, Mill’s irony will be lost on them.)
In many ways, Mary Wollstonecraft and John Mill would be pleased and excited at the freedoms and rights of women in today’s society. On the other hand, their writing is as applicable today as it
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was in the 18th and 19th centuries. Many of the problems and underlying attitudes they object to remain. Domestic violence is a serious problem, barely touched by the public reforms of the 
feminist movement. Attitudes regarding proper behavior, proper education and proper leisure for women are still rigidly defined by our patriarchal society. And for all the intense effort of the last 30 
years-no, the last 200 years-we have barely made a dent. Compare 
the following:
The primary daytime activity in Daytona Beach (over Spring Break) is getting sunburned and ogling the 
opposite sex.. .Nighttime finds students partying, going to nightclubs or seeking romance. On a recent day on the beach, guys.. .armed with video cameras 
took in the sand scenery.
‘I like the guys coming up and videotaping you in your bathingsuit’, said 22-year-old Deanna, who was convinced that a day at the beach with Vanilla Ice 
and MTV was better than a day of classes at St. Augustine Technical Center. (Bucks County Courier 
Times, March 18, 1991)
*  *  *
Youth is the season for love in both sexes; but in those days of thoughtless enjoyment provision should 
be made for the more important years of life, when reflection takes place of sensation. But Rousseau, and most of the male writers who have followed his steps, have warmly inculcated that the whole tendency of 
female education ought to be directed to one point:-to render them pleasing.... The woman who has only
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been taught to please will soon find that her charms 
are oblique sunbeams....How then can the great art of pleasing be such a 
necessary study? It is only useful to a mistress; the chaste wife, and serious mother, should only consider her power to please as the polish of her virtues.... (Wollstonecraft 124)
Mary Wollstonecraft would shudder, This young lady has either missed the point entirely-or, as Mary might argue, very astutely learned exactly what the male-oriented system is teaching!
If the definition of a classic work of literature is that the observations remain valid to successive generations of readers, it is safe to say that both Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights 
of Women and John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women are indeed classics, and should be required reading for every member of a society that considers itself civilized.
Works Cited
Mill, John Stuart. "The Subjection of Women." The Norton
Anthology of English Literature. Vol 2. Ed. M.H. Abrams. New York: Norton, 1988. 1055-1066.




The Message and Method of Toni Morrison 
in The Bluest Eye
In her first book, The Bluest Eye, Toni Morrison deals with 
the absurdity of using white standards to judge black beauty, especially for women and girls. Morrison begins the novel with an 
ironic construction, presenting three paragraphs taken from a grade school primer. These passages depict the typical white 
version of the fairy tale family, Dick and Jane, and differ only in a 
progressive collapse of punctuation and spacing. By presenting parts of this passage before different sections of the book, Morrison 
illustrates through contrast the futility of blacks’ efforts to conform 
to white models and the decadent society created by attempting this frustrating task. The decay as depicted through the family models highlights the connection between the importance placed upon the 
white ideal and the ability of the black family to attain some element of happiness. The Breedloves, in their completely disordered lives, try to abandon their identities and fail to achieve any happiness throughout the novel. In contrast, Claudia rejects the standards of "goodness" handed to her by society. This practice 
allows her to see, in retrospect, the love which surrounded her in 
her youth and to achieve happiness, despite her failure to achieve the unrealistic standards of white beauty. The final and ultimate irony of the novel lies in the hope Morrison offers her audience 
through Claudia who, despite her tragedy, retains her hope 
because she has experienced love.
The selections from the primer are presented throughout 
the work to introduce specific passages of the novel which deal with correlating aspects of Pecola’s life such as home, pets, parents, and 
friends. It actually tells the story of The Bluest Eye in an inverted
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sense. Every wonderful element of Dick and Jane appears in the novel but each is transformed into its sinister counterpart (de Weever 404). For example, the pretty "green and white house" 
segment appears before and contrasts with the description of the 
Breedlove dwelling. The family lives in an abandoned store with shabby furnishings and "no memories to be cherished" and in 
which unspeakable violence and violation occur (34). Likewise, the 
"happy" family of Dick and Jane are introduced just prior to the presentation of the Breedloves as a miserable family unit. The contrasts between the "goodness" of the primer setting and its application in the Breedlove family continue throughout the first 
half of the work. Such a mutation of the Dick and Jane story illustrates through irony the lack of correlation between white ideals and black reality.
The Breedloves’ very existence is ironic. In just looking at 
the surface of their lives, one can see the various paradoxes and 
inconsistencies which pervade their existence. The name, Breedlove, is ironic in that each character displays incapacities in 
the area of love. Cholly epitomizes this conflict between name and actions when he attempts to express love for his daughter through incest. The violence and damage which results from Pecola’s rape does not resemble love in any form. Cholly fails in his one effort to love his daughter. Morrison uses the word "breed" as a pun in order to stress the unnatural condition of this act. In addition, Pauline’s inability to lo\ e stems from her own low self-esteem and she regenerates this self-contempt in her children. This family, in 
contrast to its name, demonstrates an ability to produce only hate, anger, violence and the ugliness they project to the world through 
their own conviction that they are ugly in every conceivable way.
The first family member to be introduced following a 
corresponding excerpt from the primer is Pauline Breedlove. Pauline breeds, from the loss of her first adult tooth, a
determination that she is inherently ugly. This image is instilled in the Breedlove children as well, so that, in Pauline’s eyes, 
intercourse with her husband does not result in worthwhile human 
life. Claudia explains that pinpointing the source of their ugliness 
is resolved if they possess a clear conviction that they are ugly and wear it "as a mantle over them" (34). Thus, the Breedloves can 
control people’s perceptions of them simply by regulating their 
own self-images. Morrison clearly warns blacks against accepting 
and developing a negative, self-degrading attitude about themselves which emanates to the rest of the world and creates a negative perception of and poor self-esteem in the entire race.
By using the run-together words,"SEEMOTHERMOTHERISVERYNICE," as an introduction to the 
character of Pauline, Morrison not only contrasts the white model 
against the lives of blacks to highlight its inappropriateness but, by omitting spacing and punctuation, she also indicates that these models create chaos in the black community. The primer insert 
occurs right after a scene in which Pauline exhibits her bitterness 
toward herself and her daughter. Pecola, who has spilled a freshly baked pie on the floor. Pauline feels no motherly compassion for her daughter who is frightened as well as burned. She treats her own child like a stray animal, an intruder, while she reserves the 
"nice," soothing, motherly qualities she does possess for her employers’ daughter, a "beautiful" white girl. This incident teaches Pecola an important lesson about winning love from her mother and about winning love from the world: white girls receive 
tenderness and affection. This lesson is repeated to the girls several times throughout the work and Pecola takes its message to 
heart and develops severe self-contempt because of the bigoted 
teachings and actions of her own mother.
Of course, Pauline did not invent these perceptions. We 
learn about Pauline’s life and the events which led to her bitter
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existence and attitudes. In developing friendships with the other women in town, Pauline shows her need for acceptance by using makeup and buying clothes in which she is not even interested 
because she "wanted other women to cast favorable glances her way" (89). This need for acceptance, coupled with her introduction 
to the ideas of romance and physical beauty in the motion pictures, moves her to levels of self-hatred and depression. The movies 
initially provided her with an escape from the loneliness of her life at home. They were intended as therapy but developed in her destructive emotions and the need to rate people by their faces. Absolute beauty became synonymous with the white faces of the 
starlets on the big screen. Like the primers, the movies introduce another standard of beauty which is based primarily on illusion but which is accepted as reality by the black population. Therefore, Pauline buys into the white system of values and, realizing that she 
can never measure up to the standards of this beauty system, she 
falls apart. She "settle[s] down to just being ugly" an attitude which colors her entire existence (91). The models of white beauty are impossible standards by which to judge black women. Pauline’s 
failure to understand this fact ultimately destroys her chance for happiness. The same applies to Pecola as well as to the entire black 
community. Thus Morrison suggests that when Blacks understand the beauty of their own race, they can free themselves from the 
chaos and impotence which plagues a frustrated community with unattainable goals.
In Cholly’s case, we can see the feelings of impotence 
experienced by the black community as they plague one man. The father in the Dick and Jane story presents a complete contrast 
between the primer model and the black subject. Cholly may be "BIGANDSTRONG" (105) but the suggestion is that Dick and 
Jane’s father has power. In this sense, Cholly becomes the 
complete antithesis of "FATHER" in that he has no control over his own destiny or the lives of his children.
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On can trace Cholly’s impotence in the area of love from his 
first sexual experience to his incest with his daughter. Cholly’s first sexual encounter occurs on the day of his Aunt Jimmy’s funeral, the first funeral he had ever attended. Not realizing fully the meaning of the death of his aunt who had raised him, Cholly finds the funeral process interesting though "he felt nothing but 
curiosity" (116). Cholly has not matured enough to completely understand the death of his aunt and what his reaction should typically be. The loss of his closest relative fails to make any initial 
impression on him. This fact spills over in consequence later in the 
afternoon as Cholly takes Darlene away from the banquet and 
ultimately has intercourse with her. Their lovemaking is interrupted by two white men who come upon them on a hunting expedition. The white men humiliate the couple by forcing them 
to continue having sex for their entertainment. Again, Chooly shows his lack of maturity by directing his anger, ironically, at his co-victim. Darlene has endured the same degradation as Cholly; 
yet, he creates a wall of hatred against her for her witnessing of "his 
failure, his impotence" (118). The irony of Cholly’s misdirected 
anger is that it is caused by his feeling of helplessness toward whites. Cholly understands the futility of his resistance to the white 
man’s will. Morrison indicates through this course of events that 
blacks fail to initiate change because of a feeling of impotence.This attitude only turns the black community against itself and causes it to feed on its own hate and anger. The community destroys itself because it accepts the white man’s will; it accepts the 
models that eventually drive it to destruction.
The hatred Cholly felt during the humiliating experience involving the white men returns to him many years later when he 
walks into the kitchen and ironically faces his own social impotence 
embodied in his miserable daughter. Cholly realizes that he has 
failed to live up to the fairytale father image and his daughter has
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never experienced the happiness of love. The anger which arises from his feelings of "[g]uilt and impotence" in the presence of others is not directed toward Pecola, but toward the system that 
forced him to fail so miserably (127). He channels his anger into a compensatory act of love that would challenge the white models while allowing him to express his feelings. The resulting mixture of this anger with the love he tries to show for Pecola culminates in 
the violence of rape. Cholly does not understand the repulsiveness of his act because he considers the consequences a positive revolt 
against the impotence imposed by white society. Cholly’s rape of Pecola is a direct statement of the potency of blacks in society. 
Claudia reflects on the irony of the motives behind Cholly’s violence as he "loved her enough to touch her, envelope her, give something of himself to her. But his touch was fatal, and the something he gave her filled the matrix of her agony with death" 
(159). In Cholly’s twisted psyche, he is expressing a good emotion, love and tenderness, "but the tenderness would not hold" (128), so that he inevitably destroys any remnants of his daughter’s self­esteem making it impossible for her to engage in social activity.
Finally, surrounded by the ironic and damaging attitudes of her parents, Pecola can only imitate their twisted sense of logic and beg to become white as she prays to God for blue eyes. She is 
unhappy with her appearance, her identity and her life. The signals she receives from her parents concerning black identity push her to denial of black beauty and denial of herself. She believes that the change in appearance will cause people to react to 
her differently; she hopes for love. Her perception that her wish has been granted results ironically in her total lapse into the fantasy world established in the primers. Pecola creates a best friend in her distorted imagination who agrees with all of her ideas and declares her beautiful "new" eyes the loveliest in the world. 
Through this sequence of events, the reader can see that, from her perspective, her blue eyes achieved all that she has wished for but
she is destroyed by her own fantasy. Her retreat into the fairytale 
lives of Dick and Jane keeps her from enduring the pain of the 
horror story in which she lives.
After Pecola’s breach with reality, Claudia notes that, ironically, she provided people with the same contrast in their lives that the primers provided for her life:
We were so beautiful when we stood astride her ugliness. Her simplicity decorated us, her guilt sanctified us, her pain made us glow with health, her 
awkwardness made us think we had a sense of 
humor.. .We honed our egos on her, padded our characters with her frailty, and yawned in the fantasy 
of our strength (159).
Pecola is the scapegoat for the entire town because she believes their opinions of her. She rejects her own values and assumes those of the people who hurt her. In receiving her blue eyes, 
Pecola illustrates the title of this work. Chiwenye Ogunyemi asserts that The Bluest Eye can be construed as the bluest "I" or the "gloomiest ego" (114). Pecola’s need for such a drastic advance toward white standards indicates a serious deficiency in her ego 
and self-esteem and a more serious problem in the entire black 
culture.
The MacTeers also fail to live up to the standards set by 
white society. They can come no closer to Dick and Jane’s family 
than the Breedloves, but the difference between them and the 
Breedloves lies in the fact that the MacTeers do not aspire to this family model and do not try to be white. They structure their lives 
on love. Their family provides the support for the survival of the girls, Claudia and Freida, through the difficult times described in the novel. Claudia and Freida live to tell Pecola’s story because
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they have experienced love despite their inability to achieve white 
beauty. The MacTeer girls are still subjected to the models of beauty projected by white society, but they realize that these 
models do not define them. They overcome these impossible barriers to achieve self-respect and dignity.
In the MacTeers’ home, irony can be seen at the most 
remote levels. Very often, adults presume to understand the needs and desires of children. This assumption frequently leads to the disappointment of young people when the adults prove to be wrong. Claudia, in her narration, recalls the complete failure of 
grown-ups in this regard. Something as insignificant as a doll can do a lot of damage to a child’s self-image. Claudia remembers receiving a "big, blue-eyed Baby Doll" from her parents as a very special gift. This "treasure," in the eyes of the adults, repulsed 
Claudia because it represented the white standards of beauty and everything Claudia was not. The doll also confirmed the opinions 
of Claudia’s white classmate, Maureen Peal, who claimed that her 
beauty lay in her whiteness and the girls’ ugliness in their 
blackness. This ideal perpetuated the perception of beauty as white 
and thus held evil repercussions for Claudia in defining her as inferior. Therefore, the precious gift which Claudia received only served as a reminder that she didn’t measure up to the standards the doll represented. In her efforts at understanding this idea, Claudia mutilates the doll in order to uncover the secret of its "cuteness" and the attractiveness of the rest of the white population. She even desires to dissect little white girls to discover why people 
see them and "say, ‘Awwwww,’ but not for me" (21). Her 
destruction of the dolls actually serves as therapy for Claudia, for 
she takes shelter from her hatred in love, the lover of her family, 
and settles for "adjustment without improvement" in confronting 
the world which destroys Pecola (de Weever 404). Claudia shows how a good deed of giving can be perverted into the evil perpetuation of self-hatred. These events testify to the subjective
and changing nature of good and evil and highlight Morrison’s point that people are often misled by preconceptions about these abstractions.
Claudia experiences the same problems as Pecola as far as the denial of her black beauty is concerned, but the "love, as thick 
and dark as Alaga syrup" (14), of her mother and the rest of her 
family allows her to survive. She knows that she can never lose the love of her family even if she vomits on her bed, even if she is never beautiful in the sense that white girls are beautiful. Claudia 
has that security of love that helps her tell the story that Pecola can 
never tell and look to her future with hope. Despite the country that is "hostile to marigolds," the land that "kills of its own volition," and the people who "acquiesce and say the victim had no right to live" (160), Claudia has hope enough to go on living as a black and 
courage to admit that these conditions are wrong. She is able to contrast the dolls and the Dick and Jane models to her own life and see the falsity of these ideals; they are not true reflections of her life 
nor of anyone else’s life. Claudia’s family possesses the love which 
both the Breedloves and the fictional Dick and Jane lack, and this 
fundamental link to reality and true happiness projects the MacTeers as a more realistic ideal for blacks and all people. It 
connects them as a family unit and pushes them forward against 
the tide of white illusions about family.
The hope with which The Bluest Eye ends, as Claudia faces the evil consequences of accepting white models and survives with 
her self-respect and pride intact, provides this novel with its greatest irony. Although many view the ending as tragic and bleak, Morrison provides light by indicating that the only way to continue in this world is to challenge the importance of other people’s stands 
and to rely on love. Pecola’s life, void of love, is destined for 
destruction because she can not attribute this emptiness to her 
parents or to a society with confused values. Her only answer to
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the question of denial lies in her acceptance of her blackness. Instead, we see her as "A little black girl [who] yearns for the blue eyes of a little white girl, and the horror at the heart of her 
yearning is exceeded only by the evil of fulfillment" (158). In her own mind, Pecola revels in the fantastic world of Dick and Jane 
which exists on the other side of her mirror where she is now 
accepted because she has blue eyes. Toni Morrison suggests that 
blacks should not be striving to change their color - their hair, their speech, their eyes, to be accepted by white society, but rather 
should try to change society in a way that they may create a place for themselves. The novel reflects the irony of blacks striving to be 
assimilated in white society and, through the irony in its structure and conclusion, this book encourages blacks to recognize the 
problems their race faces in the midst of white propaganda and white standards. It urges society to work to correct these issues by 
adjusting its standard to include the black community. To the community as a whole, the novel suggests that the primers and the 
movies must be challenged by both blacks and whites as false and unrealistic guides to living which can lead to the horrific destruction of self-esteem.
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